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A summary of Charles Wright's explorations in Cuba 

Lucien Marcus Underwood 

The botanical explorations of Charles Wright in Cuba laid 
the foundation for our knowledge of the flora of that island, but 
have left much to be discovered. As will be seen by the following 
summary, his travels were confined chiefly to the two ends of the 
island, leaving the great central portion largely unexplored. It 
is very unfortunate that the labels on his plants, at least in most 
of the collections where they are to be found, bear only the inscrip- 
tion " Cuba " or " in Cuba orientali." A serial catalogue of 
Wright's numbers would be of great value, made up from the 
data on some of the collections where they are to be found. For 
example, the ferns in Eaton's collection at New Haven bear the 
data with a much greater degree of fullness, written in from 
Wright's field-notes, and as Eaton published on the ferns of 
Wright's collections it is probable that his collection is fuller than 
any other in existence.* Probably the Grisebach collection of 
spermatophytes at Gottingen is the most complete for this group, 
but that of Sauvalle (now at the Estacion Central Agronomica in 
Cuba) is very complete and is said to contain notes showing 
localities, as would be natural considering the plan Wright had in 
mind to prepare a flora of the island in connection with Sauvalle. 

It appears from Wright's correspondence that a considerable 
portion of his collection was lost, mainly that collected in the rich 
tobacco region of the western end of the island (Pinar del Rio). 
How extensive this loss may have been, probably cannot now be 
estimated, but it was certainly considerable.! Wright's sojourn 

*Dr. Gray (Am. Jour. Sci. III. 31 : 12. 1886) says that the collection at the 
Gray Herbarium is "the fullest set," but the ferns at least are better represented at 
New Haven. 

•f It seems probable that this loss must have been very great, for we are surprised 
at the numbers included in his sets. His numbers do not run much above 3,900, and 
with a flora so large as that of Cuba it seems singular that a professional collector in 
ten years should not have reached a much higher number, especially as there are numer- 
ous duplicates in his collection, at least among the groups of plants with which the 
writer is mostly concerned. The lower cryptograms were not numbered serially and he 
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in Cuba covered a period of nearly ten years. He arrived in 
Santiago de Cuba 25 November 1856, and returned to New York 
9 September 1857. His second voyage brought him to Santiago 
30 November 1858 and he left Havana for New York 28 July 
1864. His third trip commenced in May 1865 and he returned 
in July 1867. 

In order to determine more accurately Wright's exact route 
in Cuba, the writer applied to Miss M. A. Day, the librarian of 
the Gray herbarium, for information regarding Wright's field 
notes or other sources of information that might exist at Cam- 
bridge. Through her kind intervention, it was made possible to 
examine the extensive series of letters written by Wright, during 
his long residence in Cuba, to Dr. Asa Gray. These are now in 
the possession of Mrs. Gray and it is owing to her generosity that 
we were able to consult at our pleasure the long series, which con- 
sists of some two hundred finely written and often long-continued 
letters which are full of valuable notes on the flora. The time 
will come when the publication of these letters, or excerpts from 
them, will form a valuable commentary on Cuban plants. The 
tedious perusal of these letters was diversified by Wright's ac- 
counts of his experiences, some of which were almost the dupli- 
cate of our own, and more especially by the side-notes on the 
political situation existing in our country during the stormy and 
tumultuous period of the Civil War (1861-1865). It would ap- 
pear that Wright was a northern Democrat, and his previous 
travels in the South had led him to understand the problem from 
a broader standpoint than many of the residents of New England, 
whose bias was in great measure due to this lack of exact informa- 
tion of the real situation, and his vigorous statements were evidently 
called forth by equally strong sentiments from his correspondent. 

As we are concerned at present only with the matter of 
Wright's itinerary, we will cite only the dates and localities where 
the letters were written, with sufficient of the context to explain 
the locality and the direction of the course of exploration. 

was also engaged part of the time in collecting shells and other things, especially after 
he met Gundlach. In Dr. Gray's Letters (2 : 555) these sentences explain the cause of 
the loss : " April 8th. It grieves my heart and will grieve yours hadly when I tell you 
that your boxes were put under a cargo of wet sugar, which drained into them and have 
\sic\ ruined the collection. ... As to specimens to dispose of, say only one-half or 
one-third of the whole mass is left fit for it." 
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Map illustrating Charles Wright's explorations in Cuba 
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This list of Wright's stations has been submitted to Professor 
F. S. Earle, Director of the Estacion Central Agronomica at 
Santiago de las Vegas, Cuba, whose familiarity with the country 
has enabled him to locate certain places and estates on the map of 
Cuba that would have been impossible to one less familiar with 
the geography of the region. In time, it may be possible to locate 
with accuracy the remaining stations, which are as yet unknown 
except from the brief and often unsatisfactory hints in Wright's 
correspondence. The notes added by Professor Earle to the ac- 
count are marked with his initial — E. 

Summary op Charles Wright's Correspondence with Asa Gray 

I 
1856. 25 N Santiago. 

6 D Cobre ; written on third day of stay at that place. 

18 D Filantropia (Mr. Bradford's estate) 12 miles from Cobre "among the 
mountains. ' ' 
l8 57- 15 Ja Filantropia. 

7 F Filantropia. Mentions " two high points near here," viz., Nima-nima* 

and Loma del Gato. 
6 Mr Filantropia. Speaks of going to Saltadero. 
9 Mr Filantropia. Had finished packing ; bad visited 4 plantations. 
14 Mr Cobre. 
3 Ap Santa Catalina de Guaso or Saltadero (back of Guantanamo harbor) . 

[Probably = Caimanera. — E.] 
5 Ap Santa Catalina. 
23 Ap Monte Verde. 
3 My " " 

8 My Saltadero. [Probably the same as Caimanera, the seaport of Guan- 

tanamo. — E.] 
[Here occurs a hiatus of four months in the correspondence.] 

9 S At sea approaching New York. 

II 
1858. 30 N Santiago de Cuba. 

rde. "Arrived here on 3d." 
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* See below, under Madelina. 
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io Ap 
24 Ap 
14 My 



21 My 
Ije 
9 Je 

21 Je 
29 Je 

5 Jl 

12 Jl 

16 Jl 
5 Au 

19 Au 
31 Au 
14 S 

17 O 

6N 
17 N 
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26 N 
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i860. 10 Ja 


14 Ja 


18 Ja 


21 Ja 
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24 F 


26 F 


15 Mr 



Monte Verde. 
n ti 

Monte Verde. Had collected at La Perla, a neighboring plantation ; also 
speaks of being "within two or three minutes' walk of the virgin 
forest in every direction." 

Monte Verde. 

Santa Catalina de Guantanamo. 

Monte Verde. 



23 Mr 
8Ap 

16 Ap 
1 My 
4 My 



Santiago de Cuba. "Waiting for money" [apparently a chronic 

condition] . 
Josephina, a hacienda or plantation belonging to the owner of La Perla, 

three leagues east from Nouvelle Sophie. 
Nouvelle Sophie. Mentions two excursions to the Farallones from base 

to summit. [Probably the high mountains east of Santiago. — E.] 
Nouvelle Sophie. Mentions having leftMonte Verde about 17 September. 
Nouvelle Sophie. Says " protracted stay not advisable." 
La Madelina, " right at foot of Nima-nima." " Mr. Baitaill tells me that 

the crest which I have all along on Mr. Bradford's authority called 

Nima-nima, is La Guinea and that the former is away over towards the 

seashore. ' ' 
La Madelina. Mentions being at La Guinea 14th and 18th. 
(t it 

Santiago de Cuba. Speaks of going tomorrow to Guantanamo, then to 
Monte Verde and back by Nouvelle Sophie. 

Monte Verde. " Came from Guantanamo the nth." 

Nouvelle Sophie. 

Santiago de Cuba. 

Filantropia. 

Nouvelle Sophie. " Today I start for Monte Verde." 

Monte Verde. Speaks of plan for excursion to Mayari. 

Monte Verde. " I hope you wont let Eaton cut up these fern stems into 

cross sections. It seems to me simply ridiculous to attempt to exhibit 

the structure of a fern or palm by a cross section at any part, whereas 

a longitudinal section of either shows it perfectly, or the whole of it." 

Monte Verde. 



Monte Verde. " Monte Verde is nothing but a coffee estate." 
[In suggesting labels Wright designates localities under judicial districts 
" which everybody knows " as follows : 
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Monte Verde = Yateras. 

La Guinea = Ongolosongo [Hongolosonga. — EJ. 

Filantropia = " 

Nouvelle Sophie = Las Yaguas. 

Josephina = Ramon] . 

17 My Monte Verde. 

14 Jl 

1 Au Mayari. Mentions conditions of life at Cayo del Rey, where he spent 
some time. 

18 Au Holguin. " Arrived this morning." 

(Wright apparently crossed the island directly north of Santiago and 
then along the north side of the island to Holguin). 
22 Au Barajagua. " Left Holguin 19th and arrived here same day." 

25 Au Hato del Medio. [Four miles N. W. of Alto Cedro— E.] 

9 S Nouvelle Sophie. " Arrived in Cuba ( = Santiago de Cuba) the 6th. 
13 S Saltadero. 

15 S Monte Verde. 

18 S Monte Verde. " Start to-morrow for Nouvelle Sophie, thence to Cuba 

and Bayamo and I may go from there to Holguin." 

19 S Saltadero. 

20jS Saltadero. " Yesterday started for N. Sophie etc. expecting to get 

money in Saltadero or Cuba. To-day returned here in chase of that 

valueless certificate." 
17 N San Juan de Buenavista. " S. W. by S. 7 leagues from Bayamo." 

[Probably S. E. instead of S. W., Buena Vista on new map is about 

7 leagues S. E. of Bayamo. — E.J 

26 N Bayamo. " Came this morning." * 

16 D Nouvelle Sophie. " On my way from Bayamo I turned aside and spent 

two weeks at Bradford's [Filantropia]. Found a few good things at 
La Guinea and Loma del Gato." 
1 86 1. 4 Ja Monte Verde. 
19 Ja 

27 Ja Nouvelle Sophie. 

4 F Monte Verde. 

2 Mr " " 

13 Mr Potosi (in Mt. Toro). "I am on an excursion through Monte Libano 
and Monte Toro." [Probably north of Monte Verde. — E.] 

25 Mr La Catalina near Sagua de Tanamo. " Tremendous farallones all 
around us not so easy to climb as you might imagine." 

5 My Monte Verde. "Hope to be off to-day or to-morrow for Baracoa." 

3 Je Baracoa. "I came from Mala [Probably S. W. of Baracoa; on new 

map, Mata Cafee. - -E.] yesterday, a terribly boggy place and appar- 
ently filthy enough to kill mud-turtles. I stood it two weeks or more 
and I am in good health." * * * " The streams are up preventing 
me going to the Yunque. -f So soon as I can I shall pay it a visit, 

*Dr. Gray (Am. Jour. Sci. Ill, 31 : 12. 1886) says "his kind host, Dr. Don 
Manuel Yero, assisted him in making some profitable mountain excursions." Judging 
from the above dates these must have been very brief. 

f El Yunque — the anvil — is a flat-topped mountain six miles from Baracoa — one 
of the most conspicuous features of the sky line of eastern Cuba. 
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which will probably detain me but a few days. Then I shall return 

to Guantanamo stopping a day or two in the cuchillas (mountains)." 
Monte Verde. " Got home yesterday tired out and my horse more so, 

seven days from Baracoa collecting a little by the way." 
Monte Verde. ' ' After resting etc. I went on the road to Baracoa as 

far as the point where it turns northward to cross the mountains." 
Monte Verde. 



Valparaiso. " Just on the edge of Monte Libano. " [Seven miles due 

west of Monte Verde.— E.] 
Monte Verde. ' ' Got back yesterday. ' ' 

tt tt 

Nouvelle Sophie. ' ' On the 20th I set out on my journey which if I 
am prospered will end at least for a time at " la Habana." 

3 D Filantropia. Mentions a day on La Guinea. [Wright then went via 

Saltadero. ] 
13 D Mentions three excursions on La Guinea and Loma del Gato. 

16 D Bayamo. The letter was mailed from Bayamo the 17th. 
1862. 2 Ja Sancto Spiritos (Santo Espiritu). 

4 Ja Sancto Spiritos "Shall remain a few days" * * * " There are 

as many as six or eight species of palms abundant along the route I 
have come, several of which I have not collected." 
IF Ingenio Fermina. " Fermina is a sugar estate two leagues from Bemba " 
[ = Jovellanos.— E.] * * * " Left Santo Espiritu the 16th." 
[Here Wright found Gundlach, the zoologist, with whom he made 
many excursions.] In this letter Wright speaks of coming to an in- 
genio (sugar estate) the 24th where he stayed four or five days and 
"the next day here." Four leagues before reaching Villa Clara he 
mentions coming to a very hilly savanna. 

23 Mr Mejia. "In my last [there is, however, no mention of this in any letter 
present in the collection] I told you I was going to the Cienaga de 
Zapata. I am domiciled about three leagues from it — have been to 
it twice." [Probably S. of Navajas. — E.] 

28 Mr Mejia. " Returned from another excursion to the Cienaga." 
[Here occurs a brief hiatus in the correspondence.] 

17 Je San Jose [In Pinar del Rio, near Taco Taco or Santa Cruz. — E.] 

[This place is mentioned in a previous letter as away S.W. of Habana.] 
" I have been here more than three weeks with Don Jose Blain, who 
takes some interest in botany." ... "I was there (Habana) the 
last days of May. It's a nasty place." . . . " I am about 20 leagues 
westward of Habana right at the foot (south side) of Rangel range of 
mountains or Los Organos." 
23 Je " Returned from a visit of two or three days to Retiro, the other place 
Don Jos6 mentioned, when I was in Habana six days." 
4 Au Santa Cruz. " Day before yesterday returned from an excursion of a 
few days south and west of here into the savannas, pinales and the 
famous 'vueltabago' — the tobacco district." [Properly vuelta 
abajo. ] 
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13 Au San Jos6. 
8S " " 

28 S San Jose. ' ' Three weeks ago went on an excursion northward and 

westward ; we were gone two weeks." 
13 O San Jose. " Gundlach will send my horses to Guanajay 15 leagues 

this side of Habana so probably I shall not go there now." 
25 O Habana. 

29 O San Jose\ "To-day completes my fifty-first year." 

27 N San Jose " Last month went from Guajaibon to Las Posas to Toscana 
a finca of Sauvalle (seaside) returning by San Marco and San Diego 
de Banon. From there I turned S.W., and went to Herradura and 
Consolacion returning by Almacigos, Hato Queniando, Herradura, 
San Diego and so home." 
10 D Ingenio Esperanza, " about a league from Pinar del Rio." 

13 D Langvanillas. [This was probably the residence of an engineer of the 

above mentioned 'ingenio' about "four leagues away" where 
Wright mentioned having been invited to go in the last letter.] 

1863. 9 Ja San Jose. 

13 F " " 
21 F " " 
31 Mr " " 
10 Ap " " 

30 Ap Habana. 

14 My — Wright had been at Fermina " for a few days to get plants Gundlach 

could not bring." 
25 My Concordia. "Came here ten days since." Mentions going to the 
coast three leagues afoot. ' ' Shall return in a few days to San Jose 
or rather Retiro whither friend Blain has now removed — a league." 

15 Je Retiro. [This is the name of a finca near Taco Taco where Don Jose 

Blain lived. — E] 

15 Jl Retiro. 

27 Jl Toscano. [Probably the name of a finca near the N. coast, somewhat 
E. of Bahia Honda. — E] 
S S Retiro. 

20 S " 

20 D Los Remales. " The latter part of October I crossed the mountains to 
the north coast to Toscano, stayed there till Nov. 15. Went to Sagua 
(vega) climbed Guajaibon twice ; made excursion to Cajalbarra (pine 
ridge crossing the island) followed down the north side near the coast 
through La Palma, Nombre di Dios, Bajas, Mantua. From Asiento 
viego (the Laguna) followed the same road to the Jarela, the terminus 
of my travels last year. " He mentions wanting to go to the cape 
(Cape Corrientes?) " but as there was no guide I was content to go 
to a point on the south coast four leagues afoot." 

1864. 15 Ja Retiro. "Three days ago I returned from my excursion of eighty," 

" Wrote 20th from Los Remales : a day or two later went to La 
Grife." [In this letter Wright mentions a serious experience with 
some poisonous plant which caused temporary loss of eyesight. ] 
5 F Retiro. 
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Retiro 



Retiro. "On the 25th went to the coast at a point called Daranigan. 

[Point on the coast west from Retiro. — E] 
Retiro. " Yesterday went to the hills." 
Retiro. " Made an excursion of ten days eastward and southward to 

La Concordia, San Leon, etc." 
Habana. " Came here on the 21st." 
Habana. "Passport in pocket-book, plants boxed ready to embark," 

1865. 13 Ap Weathersfield, Conn. " Shall start for Cuba before the end of the 

month." 
24 Ap Weathersfield, Conn. 

III. 

9 Je* Cayo Bonito. " Down here on the edge of that grand swamp, the 

Cienaga de Zapata just south of Matanzas. 
18 Je La Fermina ; " returned yesterday." 
9 Jl Matanzas. 

24 Jl Janta. " Came here five or six days ago. " . . . " Stayed some ten or 

twelve days at Palma Sola." [Probably near Matanzas or Jovel- 
lanos. — E.] 
15 Au Matanzas. 
4 S Habana. 
21 S Balestina. [At this place the name is spelled Valestina.] f [Province 

of Pinar del Rio.— E. J 
23 O " 

7 D 

1866. 25 Ja " 

13 F 

17 F " 

15 Mr Retiro. 

25 Mr " 

3 Ap Retiro. 

8 Ap Toscano. 

14 Ap 

29 Ap " 

2 Je Retiro. " Left Toscano at 3 m. and arrived here about sunset." 

15 Je Retiro. " Went to Rangel on the 8th" He went again to San 

Cristobal on the 10th." 

4 Jl Retiro. 

23 Jl 
8 Au 
14 Au Retiro. " Have been making short excursions of two or three days at a 
time into the palm and pine savannas near the coast." 

*Dr. Gray loc. cit. speaks of this third trip as commenced "in the autumn of 
1865." In Gray's letter to Charles Wright (Letters, 2: 540) he mentions receiving 
a letter from Wright at Habana dated May 9th. 

f Gray loc. cit. says ' ' Balestena ' ' and speaks of it as "a cattle farm at the 
southern base of the mountains opposite Bahia Honda." 
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20 Au Retire 

26 S " At a sawmill the last two weeks at Palacios " [near Pinar del Rio ?]. 

IO O La Machina (this is the sawmill above mentioned). 

28 O Habana. 

6 N Retire " Spent some days in Concordia." 
2D " 

4 D Retiro. "Yesterday went into the mountains " (La Palma Vega). 

12 D La Machina. (Various additions to this letter were made from same 

place at various dates up to 20 D.) 

26 D Arroyo Hondo. " To-morrow I go to Luis Lazo." 

1867. I Ja Guane. "From Arroyo Honda I went to Luis Lazo and staid a few 
days." 

6 Ja La Grifa. 

10 Ja Los Portales de Guane. " Yesterday I left La Grifa." 

21 Ja Retiro. 

8 F Habana. 
10 F Habana. "Went to Matanzas yesterday for money." 

18 F Habana. In this letter Wright recounts troubles he had to get a passport 

and other papers necessary to embark for Trinidad. 

19 F Habana. " Everything arranged for my voyage " [to Trinidad]. 

[Apparently there is a hiatus in the correspondence here]. 

20 Ap Trinidad. " Since I last wrote you I went in the mountains to an old 

cafetal now a potrero or pasture. • • • " I came here about a week 
ago." 
24 Ap Cuba ( = Santiago de Cuba). 

26 Ap Sta. Catalina de Guantanamo. "Arrived this morning." In this letter 
Wright mentions " letter of 8th " telling of loss of "great collections 
of the Vueltabago." * 
5 My Monte Verde. " Back again." 
12 My " f 

The next letter is dated Cambridge, Mass., 23 Nov. 1868, in which Wright says 
"Done distributing." The sets of Cuban plants run thus : 2250, 2200, 2075, 1715, 
1550, 1460, 1330, 1275, 1165, 960, 780, 750, 660, 620, 560. 

The only breaks in the continuity of the above correspondence 
are as follows : 

1. That from 8 May 1857 at Saltadero to 9 September 1857 
written on the steamer approaching New York. This is the long- 
est hiatus, and what may have been Wright's journeys during this 
period is largely a matter of conjecture. It seems probable that 
this time, like the rest of his first expedition, was spent on two 
or three of the plantations that formed the basis of his principal 
explorations in the province of Santiago. J 

* Cf. foot-note p. 292. 

t Dr. Gray (loc. cit.) says that Wright returned from his third visit in July 1867. 

% Wright's single letter to Dr. Torrey during this period, preserved in the Torrey 
correspondence at the New York Botanical Garden, is dated 20 June 1857 from Monte 
Verde and bears out the above supposition. 
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2. That from 28 March 1862 written near the great swamp 
south of Matanzas (Cienaga de Zapata) to 17 June 1862 written 
from the province of Pinar del Rio, where he speaks of having 
been for " more than three weeks." There is still a hiatus of 
about two months concerning which we can only conjecture. It 
seems unlikely that this time was spent other than in the Ma- 
tanzas province. 

3. That from 19 February 1867 to 20 April 1867. At the 
former date Wright was at Habana making arrangements for a 
voyage to Trinidad on the south coast, and in the second he was 
engaged in collecting at Trinidad himself. It would seem that 
one intermediate letter at least was lost. It is hardly probable 
from our knowledge of Cuban steamship traffic (which in 1867 
was surely not an improvement over the present conditions) that 
Wright stopped for any length of time at any intermediate station. 
It is highly probable that the greater part of this time was spent 
at Trinidad and vicinity covering a period of approximately two 
months. The amount of material collected at Trinidad may 
throw some light on this subject, when we know the stations cor- 
responding to Wright's numbers. It is to be hoped that some 
one who has access to a collection made by Wright which pos- 
sesses the original localities for the numbers will supplement this 
paper by further notes which will establish the type localities of 
Wright's species. Such an account would be a real contribution to 
our knowledge of the flora of Cuba. 

Columbia University. 



